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Abstract

This study explored how women game live
streamers in Singapore and the Philippines make
sense of their presentation of self as performers and
gamers in a medium dominated by Western games,
performers, and platforms. We conducted six in-depth
interviews guided by interpretive phenomenological
analysis in order to understand their experiences,
uncovering issues such as audience connection and
maintenance, the difficulties of presenting their own
femininity, and the influence of being Singaporean,
Filipina, and Asian on their success as performers. We
discuss directions for study that further explore
gaming and streaming as a form of cultural labor in
Asia.

1. Introduction and Literature Review

People have been watching others play video
games since the 1980s heyday of public gaming
arcades [1][2][3]. In recent years, electronic sports (e-
sports) have helped to revive gaming as a spectator
activity on a much larger scale. Global e-sports
revenues are expected to reach US$1.06 billion in
2020, and the coronavirus pandemic has led to
increased consumption of game live streams as
audiences look for more content during isolation or
quarantine [4]. Such live streams, where both
professional and amateur gamers broadcast their play
to possibly thousands of viewers online, engages
players and consumers in new ways that potentially
reshape other areas of e-sports, such as by
disseminating play styles or techniques favored by
leading players [5], and the game industry itself,
through new forms of game reviewing, marketing, and
sharing [6]. At the same time, live streaming is serving
as anew form of cultural labor and production [7]. One
overlooked area is the cultural labor of women game
streamers in Southeast Asia, the world’s fastest
growing e-sports market in 2019 [8]. This paper
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explores how women game streamers in Southeast
Asia manage their presentation of self [9] while
cultivating a stable community of viewers and
navigating a medium perceived as dominated by North
American and European content creators, in a region
whose game industry and culture are also led by
foreign games [10][11].

The presentation of self framework proposes that
social interactions can be understood as performance.
People engage in various practices in order to
cultivate, manage, and manipulate others’ impressions
of them, their actions, and the situation. Often, the
performed persona or presented self can be different
from the self that has no audience present [9]. As
researchers and streamers alike similarly view
streaming as a performance [12][13][14][15],
streaming offers a new medium in which to study the
presentation of self. Past research on online
presentation of self has so far focused on
asynchronous communication media such as dating
websites/applications, blogs, and social networking
sites (e.g., [16][17]). Other work explored presentation
of self on platforms with some anonymity, such as in
forums or message boards, chat rooms, and
multiplayer online games, where pseudonyms and
avatars represent oneself to others (e.g., [18]).
Streaming, where performance is live, interaction with
viewers can be immediate, and one’s actual face and
identity are often visible, is a comparatively new
context for examining the online presentation of self.

Social interaction, the scene for any performance,
is a primary motivation for viewers and streamers
alike. Viewers hope for streamers to respond to their
comments or follow one of their gameplay suggestions
[15]. They also have opportunities to chat with other
viewers who share their interests. Viewers derive
status from becoming a stream regular and knowing
who’s who in a stream community, and a stream can
be an important channel for socialization for the
physically and/or socially isolated [13]. One study
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Table 1. Background of interview participants

Streaming
Participant | Nationality Occupation Platform Game/Genre E-Sports Role
Jayna PH streaming, family Facebook Gaming | League of streaming talent
business Legends
Camille SG paralegal, student | Twitch Fortnite and other | n/a
first-person
shooter (FPS)
games
Venice SG public relations Twitch casual, mobile, or | former
executive FPS games professional
player
Bethany SG artist Twitch multiplayer online | streaming talent
battle arena
(MOBA) games
Wednesday | SG streamer Twitch casual or digital streaming talent
card games
Noreen PH student, Twitch League of professional
professional Legends player
player

found social motivations to be a key predictor of
subscribing to a stream [19].

Past game streaming research has also suggested
how streamers engage in impression management
practices for successful presentation of self, precisely
to attract returning and regular viewers. Streamers see

ntial viewers while seeming natural on-camera
[14], and a streamer’s personality and performance
quality may be more important to viewers than actual
skill at playing games [12][15]. Even those who
stream for the first time, to almost zero viewers,
modify their behavior, knowing someone might be
watching [20].

Although many streamers enjoy the community
and income gained from play, women streamers
experience unwanted attention—harassment,
sexualization, and  objectification—that male
streamers do not [21][13]. In general, women e-sports
professionals must carefully manage how they present
their femininity to avoid such unwanted attention and
gain acceptance by the wider community of gamers
[22]. The discourse around women streamers’ self-
presentation suggests that viewers and fellow
streamers alike make sexist judgments regarding their
legitimacy and merit as gamers and performers [23].
Even community guidelines set by streaming platform
companies themselves attempt to regulate women’s
self-presentation in ways that might ultimately further
their marginalization [24]. How women streamers
manage their presentations of self is thus a critical

streams as a place to make friends, but they also see
themselves as hosts responsible for cultivating a sense
of community, by developing a core group of regular
viewers/subscribers  through interactions  [13].
Streamers work to develop specific attitudes that
might make them appealing to pote

issue for women hoping to establish their audiences
and be accepted by the gaming community.

Most game streaming research so far has focused
on streamers and audiences in North America and
Europe, and most studies on gaming culture and
experience in Asia have tended to center on the three
largest markets, China, Japan, and South Korea. This
is similar to trends in research on online celebrity in
general [25]. In this study, we chose Singaporean and
Filipina streamers as participants for their in-between
position. They favor Western games in a market
dominated by East Asian game products [11] and live
in Westernized countries that continue to uphold
patriarchal and Asian collectivist ideals of femininity
[26][27]. This study aimed to contribute to the still
growing body of research on streamers’ experiences
by seeking them in a new context, using the following
research question: how do women streamers in the
selected countries manage self-presentation to
cultivate desirable relationships to and positions in
their communities?
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2. Methods

This study was guided by interpretive
phenomenological analysis (IPA), which is concerned
with understanding participants’ lived experiences in
their own terms [28]. Unlike grounded theory, which
seeks to produce explanations of a phenomenon by
identifying its underlying processes, IPA aims for an
account of the world as experienced by its participants,
whose unique and varying experiences of the chosen
phenomenon might yet yield common meanings and
themes [29].

We interviewed six women in their early to mid-
20s who had been streaming gameplay for
approximately one year or more. Four of them were
Singaporean, and two, Filipina. Three of them were
directly contacted through publicly available email
addresses or social media accounts; two, through a
public relations officer for their professional e-sports
organization; and one, through personal referral in the
Singapore e-sports community. The only criteria for
selection were the participants’ age, sex, and
nationality; there were no criteria regarding
viewership or status. However, it so happened that
most of the participants had prior or current
professional e-sports connections, and all had a
streaming partnership, which allows a streamer to earn
money from streaming and indicates a stable audience
[7]. In this paper, the participants’ names have been
changed for anonymity.

Table 1 provides more detail on the participants’
backgrounds at the time of the interviews. We use
“streaming talent” to indicate that the participant was
on an e-sports organization’s official roster of
streamers, whereas Noreen was identified as a
“professional player” because she not only was a
streamer but also represented her organization in
official matches.

In semi-structured interviews, we asked the
participants about their experiences as streamers, their
definitions of success, their goals, and how being
women and how their local communities or cultures
influenced their experiences. They were interviewed
face-to-face, through online voice call, or through
email. All participants were interviewed in English,
except for Jayna, who preferred a mix of Tagalog and
English (Taglish); her quotations have been translated.
Some quotations also feature Singaporean English or
Singlish colloquialisms.

We also observed participants’ live streams as
well as those of other Singaporean/Filipina streamers
on Twitch and Facebook Gaming. These observations
supplemented and contextualized the interview data,
which remain the primary focus of this paper.

We followed IPA guidelines for analysis, reading
and rereading the transcripts, making descriptive,
linguistic, and conceptual comments before making
final annotations of emergent and recurrent themes.
These themes were extracted and rearranged based on
how they related to one another both chronologically
and conceptually in the transcripts and emails. This
process yielded three higher-level themes tackled in
the subsections below: meeting the expectations of
their  viewing communities, struggling  with
expectations regarding female streamers, and finding
or not finding satisfaction in their reach as Asian
streamers.

3. Analysis and Results

3.1. A face for the community

Asking the streamers how they entered the
medium was met with backtracking into their personal
histories as gamers. Jayna and Camille both described
how they had been playing video games since
childhood, Venice brought up her past as a
professional player, and Bethany and Wednesday
mentioned that they had already been playing or
watching a particular e-sports game for fun.
Participants were thus drawn to streaming as a new
way to share a long-enjoyed pastime or pursuit with
like-minded others. While potential income was
appealing, community and social interaction with
people who might want to share gaming experiences
was the main draw. “Ultimately,” Bethany said, “I just
thought it’d be fun to share my love for games.”

Camille, who had a negative initial perception of
streaming, even felt that interacting with those first
viewers led her to see streaming as a new way to
engage with games:

| thought it was very fun, because there were people
actually in the chat telling you what to do, or rather,
telling you to try this and that. It kinda expanded my
game a lot more. From one game, | feel like playing a lot
more games, ‘cause there’s actually a lot more depth to
the game. And then | met some friends, probably three,
four friends from that one time of streaming, and it made
me kinda want to try again.

However, the very communities that participants
found through streaming have been sources of tension
and stress from the start. As beginners, the streamers
felt fear, awkwardness, and apprehension at the
thought of being watched and judged. Many
participants expressed similar misgivings to Noreen’s:
“It was scary. I was worried about whether or not
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people like me or find me interesting on my streams. |
worried about what people will think of me.”

As seasoned performers, these initial feelings
have evolved into a sense of obligation to consistently
meet viewers’ expectations regarding interaction and
engagement. Exchanging greetings in particular took
up a lot of attention, as noted in previous work [7]. In
our observations, only a few viewers attempted to
sustain conversations with the streamer and with other
viewers; most were silent or offered a quick greeting
before continuing to spectate quietly. The streamers
seemed to recognize that greetings might thus be the
only interaction they might have with a particular
viewer and consistently attempted to greet everyone
who commented during streams. A greeting was a
small thing a streamer could do to possibly gain a new
viewer’s loyalty, which could boost the quantitative
metrics by which the streamers measured success.

Jayna’s thoughts below capture how important
greetings are to a streamer’s self-presentation in
response to perceived expectations.

I don’t want anyone to say, “Oh, she’s such a snob! Oh,
she’s so crabby!” I don’t want anyone to be saying this,
so even if I'm playing a ranked game, definitely, my eye
is always going to the comment section. Sometimes, I'm
late, but I haven’t skipped a comment, because I don’t
want them to feel they aren’t welcome, or that I don’t
feel their presence.

The participants took various approaches when it
came to engaging audiences with gameplay itself.
Camille, Noreen, and Jayna scheduled multiplayer
cooperative games with viewers, for example. Venice
and Wednesday played single-player games but made
more commentary and conversation.

Regardless of stream content, participants
perceived they were expected to perform consistently.
Thus, they often felt that an on-camera persona was
necessary. This persona was usually someone upbeat
and fun to watch playing or to play with, regardless of
what was going on in her off-stream life. Venice, for
example, described her persona as a separate person:
“She’s the face, and there are a lot of things behind the
face that people don’t see, or they don’t know.”
Noreen, for her part, claimed to always present herself
as “happy-go-lucky” and to avoid streaming whenever
she was in a bad mood.

In some cases, such perceived expectations
might lead to cynicism, even for streamers who hope
to think of viewers as friends. Camille shared what
Goffman [9] referred to as a defensive “backstage
image” of her audience that granted her a level of
“emotional and moral immunity” (p. 209) for the sake
of some social distance. She believed her audience
desired positivity and entertainment more than they

might want to get to know her as a real person: “As
much as they say they like-like genuine-ity, they like
authenticity, they like you to be real in front of screen,
but in fact, it's that they don't. They don't like the real
you. So, you definitely have to put on a persona, for
sure.” Doing otherwise, she felt, would jeopardize her
relationship with her audience and community.

3.2. Not that kind of woman streamer

The participants’ thoughts and feelings about
impressions, persona, and engaging their viewers
were woven very closely with their ideas of how
women streamers should be. Throughout the
interviews, they often referred to a stereotype: a girl
or woman who wears revealing clothing, and who
sexualizes and/or infantilizes herself during streams
to raise viewership and money, regardless of the
quality of her content or her skill as a gamer. Camille
even used the phrase “boobie streamer”, which is just
one of the common phrases/terms streamers and
audiences use to refer to this stereotype [23];Jayna
also cited a recent controversy in the Philippines
about “sando streaming” (“tank top streaming”). The
threat of being similarly stereotyped and lumped
together with women who acted that way was
something the participants were aware of from the
beginning.

In order to avoid the threat, the participants
either thought carefully about how much of their
femininity could be expressed on-camera or claimed
not to care about the expression at all. Streamers
might be like Venice, who shared that she was very
careful about what she said and how she looked, or
like Jayna, who said she streamed even if she felt
“bitchy” or when she had not fixed herself for the
day, because “Your content is your gaming, not how
you look.”

All of the participants shared Jayna’s sentiment
that their performance as gamers, not as women,
should be the audience’s main interest. Furthermore,
they drew legitimacy not only from streaming
gameplay, but from streaming skilled gameplay.
Thus, they were more likely to choose games where
they already had some expertise. Or, they would
make it clear to their viewers that the game was one
they were still learning.

Moreover, participants looked down on other
women streamers they perceived as relying too much
on the so-called female advantage and conforming to
the stereotype, because the stereotypical woman
streamer threatened their credibility as skilled gamers
and made it more difficult for women to gain the
legitimacy and acceptance they desired. Camille, for
example, expressed disdain for those who primarily
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streamed In Real Life (IRL) content, a now-defunct
Twitch category for non-gaming streams. Twitch has
since replaced it with various subcategories,
including Just Chatting, where many women
streamers simply converse with their viewers.
Camille believed this sort of content did not belong
on Twitch:

People like IRL streamers makes my dream goal a lot
further, because people will just keep thinking you are
just a female IRL streamer. ... But actually, the essence
of Twitch is about showing a different perspective of
gaming. ... And I feel that they [IRL streamers] kinda
tarnish the Twitch essence.

This desire for legitimacy might also be why the
interviews usually began not with the participants’
streaming histories, but with their gaming histories.
Perhaps they wished to make it clear that they had
been gamers long before they had been streamers;
they had not simply gone live for money and
attention.

3.3. Local streams trickling into global pools

As discussed above, finding and cultivating a
dedicated community was the main reason to stream.
Some participants hoped for that community to
include audiences from outside their own countries
and cultures. They also recognized that interacting
with foreign viewers was an opportunity to be
cultural representatives themselves, explaining
elements of Filipino or Singaporean life to those
watching from farther away. Participants also used
platform “raiding” features that would lead or
transfer their viewers to other streamers from the
local community when their own sessions ended,
promoting the exposure of fellow
Singaporean/Filipino performers.

Yet, having an audience on the worldwide,
million-viewer scale that current top streamers enjoy
felt out of reach for the participants. They felt on
unequal footing as Asians in a medium perceived as
dominated by North America and Europe.

Practically speaking, Bethany noted that the
time difference made it difficult for her to reach a
more international audience. Most streamers go
online at night, after their local audiences would have
finished work, studies, and dinner. Being several
hours ahead, most Southeast Asian streamers would
be online when Western viewers would be at work or
school, or just starting their day.

More than this, however, language differences
made streamers question whether they would appeal
to foreign audiences. Based on both language use in

their streams and on their interviews, participants
thought English proficiency was important to reach
international audiences (and this comes with implicit
acceptance of English’s general dominance in the
world). This might not seem too difficult for women
whose countries’ education systems are still highly
influenced by those of their Anglophone former
colonizers, and whose countries continue to score
above the global mean in standardized tests of
English proficiency [30]. Yet, language and accent
remained a source of insecurity.

Platform choice itself seemed related to
language. Facebook Gaming might be more
appealing for Filipino streamers because 97% of the
Philippines’ 76 million social media users have a
Facebook account [31], and an audience of
potentially millions is still appealing, even if they are
all from the same country or culture. Many of the
Filipino streamers we observed on Facebook Gaming
spoke almost entirely in Tagalog or Taglish. Though
they returned greetings and conversed in English if
necessary, their audiences were almost exclusively
made up of other Filipinos.

For Singaporean participants, their struggles to
gain an audience in the global streaming landscape
were intertwined with difficulty gaining acceptance
as streamers in local Singaporean society. They
suggested that the local streaming scene was limited
in terms of potential audience as well as performers.
Because it was difficult to reach larger, more diverse
audiences, the sponsors they could attract were also
limited. And, ultimately, until they felt that
Singaporean society at large was more accepting of
gaming as a profession, it would be difficult for them
to justify spending more time playing and trying to
grow their audiences. Singapore has what might be
considered a mature online influencer industry [32],
yet it appears that the work, management, and
promotion of streaming and streamers is not as
developed.

Neither Filipina participant had similar thoughts
about the Philippine e-sports scene, but some cultural
observations might suggest how it compares with
Singapore at least. The Philippines has a strong, often
fanatical celebrity culture and is more open to careers
in entertainment and the arts. Professional gaming
and streaming might therefore be accepted as simply
another venue for aspiring entertainers. Jayna herself
belongs to the roster of a Philippine e-sports
organization whose roughly 140 streamers include
mainstream Philippine media celebrities, including a
Miss World pageant winner.
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4. Discussion

Women streamers in Singapore and the
Philippines began streaming mainly out of a desire to
interact with an audience, who would form a
community around their gameplay and performance.
From the beginning, however, the streamers are wary
of how their audience might perceive them, feeling
fear and awkwardness in their first streams, then
eventually developing a sense of obligation to their
public as they become seasoned performers. For some
streamers, this obligation entails maintaining a certain
presentation of self they believe the audience wants: a
happy or cheerful woman who is there to have fun with
her viewers. This impression must be maintained
regardless of how the streamer is really feeling, and in
the case of streamers like Camille and Venice, can lead
to questioning whether it is worthwhile to continue
streaming at all.

The crafting of a suitable presentation of self for
the women streamers in this study is also a highly
conscious response to a stereotype about women
streamers in general: that women streamers allow
themselves to be objectified and sexualized for
viewership and money, are less concerned with
whether their streamed gameplay is skilled or
engaging, and are likely to be worse at gaming in
general. As the participants consider themselves to
have been gamers long before they were streaming,
this stereotype is an extension of the one of inferiority
affecting women in general gaming culture, and it is
thus a further threat to their legitimacy in that culture.
Indeed, it is paradoxical that the increased visibility
the participants have gained from streaming and
becoming successful streamers might also further
expose them to more judgment as “typical girl
gamers". These anxieties have been observed in other
literature on streaming practices and discourse
[23][15].

The women streamers in this study attempted to
distinguish themselves from the stereotype with
different approaches to the presentation of self. For
some, it required careful attention to appearances and
speech, to avoid conforming to the stereotype. For
others, less care was actually a way of communicating
that they cared more about gameplay than their
physical appeal.

It is troubling that in attempting to combat being
stereotyped, some participants denigrated fellow
women streamers they perceived as stereotypical. This
can be understood as internalized misogyny, or
women reinforcing male-dominant culture through
devaluing other women [33]. Recent research has
suggested that being long-time gamers themselves
might influence girls and women to internalize the

misogyny of gaming culture [34], which might explain
the responses of some of the participants in this study.
However, this same study found that internalized
misogyny in a woman gamer could be attenuated by
her personal understanding and appreciation of her
own femininity. Future work could further explore
how women streamers might gain this understanding,
incorporate it into their presentations of self, and
change the way they relate to fellow women streamers.

As Southeast Asians, specifically Singaporeans
and Filipinos, the participants recognize that streaming
potentially allows them to reach audiences around the
world. They are aware that the languages they use and
the interactions they have with foreign viewers allow
them to serve as representatives of their cultures.
Successfully engaging with foreign viewers and might
thus grant streams niche globality, which describes
how media productions and performances directed at
local audiences find unintended markets abroad [35].
With niche globality, streams can serve as windows to
transcultural experiences of other parts of the world. It
also indicates a form of cultural capital that
distinguishes them for audiences whose online media
landscapes that have certain dominant or homogenized
aesthetics [36].

However, some participants are not confident in
their and their Southeast Asian peers’ ability to appeal
to foreign audiences, and thus in their potential for
niche globality. They perceive inferiority when it
comes to their own gaming and streaming in
comparison to the Western peers they see as the
dominant group in e-sports. This can be a form of
colonial mentality, which attributes superiority and
desirability to American and other Western cultures,
products, etc. [37]. It may be a remnant of Singapore
and the Philippines’ histories as former British and
American colonies, respectively, as well as general
global dominance of Western culture, even in gaming
culture. Future work could take a more critical
approach to examining colonial mentality and
potential cultural decolonization among Asian
streamers.

The participants experienced tensions regarding
women’s physical or visual presentation of self similar
to those documented in other studies conducted in
Western settings [23][7][22]. It was in other areas of
their performance that they saw Filipina/Singaporean
identity having some influence. Filipina femininity is
characterized by being caring, cheerful, emotionally
expressive, and playing the gracious hostess or
homemaker [27]. This might be why both Noreen and
Jayna emphasized fun, happiness, or cheer in relation
to being Filipina streamers. Jayna specifically used the
word “kengkoy” (“jokester”, “jester”, or “jester-like”)
to describe what she saw as the Filipino streamer’s

Page 2839



appeal. On the other hand, the Singaporean streamers
tended to view Singaporeanness as a limitation or
challenge to being performers at all, especially as they
perceived societal pressures to focus on more
traditional work or studies. This is consistent with
what PuruShotam [26] considers the moderate
feminism of Singaporean femininity, where women
can recognize inequality and seek personal
empowerment, provided they still engage in
“responsible familial and national participation” (p.
131) in a state the sees itself as not “anti-woman” but
“pro-family” (p. 148).

Considering that most of the participants had
professional e-sports connections, future research
might also explore the e-sports organization/agency
ecosystem and its relation to performance and the
presentation of self. In devising his framework for the
presentation of self, Goffman [9] was interested not
only in the performance of the individual but also that
of the team. This is because the performance of a
certain impression might depend, not only on the
person or persons at the focus of the audience’s
attention, but also on those who play supporting and/or
backstage roles to enhance and even constrain that
impression. Past research has noted how e-sports
production has evolved from informal, participatory
events to reinforce traditional sports imagery and
presentation, from the way large e-sports events use
many of the same techniques as traditional sports
broadcasts to the way individual competitors might
mimic or be styled after traditional athlete-celebrities
[38][39]. New studies could further explore the
processes and interactions involved in crafting the
impressions of professional players/streamers and
their agencies/organizations.

To illustrate, Jayna claimed that her organization
had no direct influence on how she conducted her
streams. However, we could argue that being
identified as an agency talent creates a strong
impression of professionalism and status for anyone
visiting her page for the first time. And on the other
hand, encountering the agency for the first time
through Jayna’s streams might foster a different
impression of that agency than encountering it
through, for instance, one of its men talents, or one of
its talents who are also mainstream celebrities. The
same might be said of corporate streamer partnership
programs such as the one Venice was part of. Though
she, too, claimed that her sponsor did not directly
influence her stream, the graphics indicating her
partnership under the company might already impress
upon first-time visitors to her stream some of the
legitimacy she desired, as the sponsor is renowned
among hardcore gamers.

The participants in this study all used streaming
platforms established by American companies. Most
participants spoke English in their streams, as did most
of the streamers whose live broadcasts we viewed, and
a few interviewees were concerned with their appeal
to Western audiences. However, participants noted
other platforms that might be more popular among
local and regional audiences. There are also streamers
who prefer to stream in their own languages and do not
appear interested in an audience beyond their own
countrymen. Globality, niche or otherwise, does not
appear to be a universal value. Thus, another direction
for further studies is to explore the impact of Asian
platforms such as Singapore’s Bigo, Korea’s
afreecaTV, and China’s Douyu, as well as the
communities of non-English streams. Recent work on
Douyu has exemplified some of the diversity in
streamers’ gendered presentation in China alone [40].

Finally, this study focused on streamers who are
fairly successful, having reached a large enough
audience to earn an income from their streams. We
found the streamers included here through Internet
searches, browsing the streaming platforms, and
following referral links between streamers’ pages.
However, ranking or recommendation systems might
have simply made it more likely for us to find such
popular streamers than to find small streamers, or
those who stream to a very small audience. Some
might stream for months or even years to no audience
at all [41]. Future studies could explore the
motivations of small but persistent streamers,
presenting themselves to audiences they can only
imagine.
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